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RINGING THE CHANGES 
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Colin Lewis has a passion for bell-ringing 
li 
·=3' he restoration of the bells 
of Grahamstown Cathedral , which 
was made possible by the tremendous 
generosity of firms and individuals in 
South Africa and in Britain, heralds a 
new interest in bell-ringing in South 
Africa. From the six towers in the 
country with ringing bells the sound of 
bells echoes over Cape Town, Durban 
and Johannesburg, as well as Graharn-
stowrt Further north, in Zimbabwe, 
there is a magnificent ring of bells in 
Harare Cathedral and a light and mu-
sical ring in Kwe-Kwe. 
StMary 's Church, Woodstock, 
holds an important place in the histol)' 
of bell ringing in Africa. The first full 
peal to be rung in the continent was 
performed at Woodstock on 
December 15, 1904. The ring-
ing was conducted by F P Pow-
ell and the method was Grand-
sire Triples, that beautiful mu-
sic produced by Robert Roan in 
the mid-1600s, before any per-
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manent buildings existed in the 
shadow of Table Mountain. 
Although the music of ringing 
bells is part of our heritage, few people 
know much about the development, or 
even the rules of change ringing. This 
is the form of ringing typical ofBritain 
and, increasingly, of Australia, New 
Zealand, U.S.A., Canada, and south-
em Africa. 
When bells ring they rotate in cir-
cular fashion . Each bell is rung by one 
person, so that ringing is a team effort. 
Thus it is not surprising that we talk of 
a band of ringers. 
By the 1500s, in England, bells 
were being rung in sequence, one after 
the other, to produce a variety of 
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' tunes' , e.g. in the order 1234, 2134, 
2314, 3241 etc. Unfortunately, be-
cause of the physical effort involved in 
ringing badly balanced bells weighing 
one ton and more, ringers were faced 
with practical constraints on the 
' tunes' that they could ring. 
To alter a sequence of notes entails 
altering the heights to which the bells 
revolve, relative to each other. Major 
alteration of the movement, especially 
of heavy bells, is physically impossi-
ble for most ringers to manage. Con-
sequently, by the 1600s rules were in 
widespread use to govern these tunes, 
and the tunes became called methods. 
The basic rule was (and still is ) that 
between one sequence and the next, no 
bell may change its position by more 
than one place: see the box below for 
an example. 
The first book on change ringing was 
written by Richard Duckworth, the 
Vice-Principal of Brasenose College, 
Oxford. The book was entitled Tintin-
nalogia and was published in 1668. 
Already, by that date, many notable 
composers had produced bell music, 
including Robert Roan, who worked 
'in the service of the officers of the 
Green Cloth, the government depart-
ment which had charge of the royal 
palaces' during the reigns of King 
Charles 1 and Charles IT. We know 
about Roan partly because he had dif-
ficulty obtaining his pay during the 
mid 1600s, and letters by him request-
ing his money still exist. 
Roan's major contribution to ring-
ing was the production of a beautiful 
method called Grandsire, which is 
regularly rung in thousands of towers 
each week. The ringers at Cape Town, 
Durban, Harare and Johannesburg ring 
Grands ire as part of their regular rep-
ertoire. 
In the following century John Holt 
produced a musically and mathemati-
cally pleasing peal of Grandsire, 
whereby the full e>..1ent of Grandsire 
on seven bells (a peal) could be rung. 
Holt was born in 1726 and his compo-
sition, which is popularly known as 
Holt's Original, was first performed 
on July 7, 1751 on the bells of St 
Margaret's, Westminster by members 
of the Society of Union Scholars, con-
ducted by Holt. 
The second book on ringing was 
Campanologia, published in 1677 and 
written by Fabian Stedman. Stedman 
was born at Y arkhill, in Herefords hire, 
where his father was Rector. Fabian 
Stedman had a checkered career, being 
at one time a printer and, later, an 
officer of the Audit of Excise. A letter 
of his, dated 1691, relating to arrears 
of pay, still exists: testimony, perhaps, 
to the difficult political and financial 
period of the 1600s. 
Stedman is best-known today for 
a tune that he produced that was not 
based on Plain Hunt. The tuned is thus 
called a Principle, and Stedman's Prin-
ciple is one of the most musical of all 
the compositions for bells: touches of 
it are rung for service at St Paul's 
Cathedral, London, each Sunday. 
During the first half of the 18th 
century great advances were made in 
change ringing. Bells were better bal-
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Ringing in the change 
Initially only two bells changed position from row to row, but compos-
ers rapidly decided that the best music would be produced if as many 
bells as possible change position from row to row. Thus developed the 
basic method of Plain Hunt: 
123 If one follows the path of the Treble (number one bell) it 
213 changes position from first to seconds to thirds place, then 
231 reverses the sequence: thirds, seconds, first. This became 
321 the basis of change ringing, and the aim of composers from 
312 about 1600 onwards was to retain the Treble as the Plain 
132 Hunt bell and to alter the otherwise Plain Hunt paths of the 
123 other bells when the Treble leads (i.e. returns to firsts place). 
and the next, no bell may change its position by more than place: 
1234 By changing the sequence and then putting the bells back 
2143 into the sequence at a di./Jerent point (place) from which 
2413 they departed from the sequence, it is possible to produce, 
that number of bells, i.e. four bells = 24 changes (rows); 
3412 five bells = 120; six bells = 720; seven bells = 5040; etc. 
3142 The second basic rule of change ringing is that, within an 
1324 extent or part of an extent, no row shall be repeated. This 
1342 rule gives change ringing its mathematical, as well as 
3124 musical, flavour.§ 
anced and better hung, and it became 
physically easier to ring them. Addi-
tionally , increasing interest was shown 
in the mathematics and music of 
change ringing. Notable composers in-
cluded John Holt, John Garthon (who 
was the leading composer and conduc-
tor of the Norwich Scholars, a society 
who rang the bells of StPeter Mancroft 
in Norwich), and Benjamin Annable. 
Annable was probably born in 
1703 . By the 1720s he had joined the 
premier ringing society, the Ancient 
Society of College Youths. The Col-
lege Youths was founded in 1637 and 
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the founders included Lord Brereton, 
the Marquis of Salisbury, Sir Cliff 
Clifton, Lord Dacre and a number of 
Aldermen of the City ofLondon. 
Annable became leading com-
poser and conductor of the Society and 
produced many important peals, espe-
cially of Plain Bob Triples. Annable's 
compositions are still rung regularly 
and continue to provide great musical 
satisfaction. 
In the 1870s many Diocesan Ring-
ing Guilds were established in Eng-
land, and later in Wales and Scotland. 
The rules of the Guilds usually stipu-
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lated that there were two categories of 
membership: Probationers, and Mem-
bers. To become a Member the appli-
cant had (and still has) to pass a Prac-
tical Examination that demonstrates 
the applicant's proficiency as a change 
ringer. The examination is normally 
held by the Guild Ringing Master at a 
Quarterly Meeting of the Guild and a 
test piece is performed by a band that 
includes the applicant. A certificate of 
competence is awarded to those who 
pass the examination. 
In 1891 the Central Council of 
Church Bell Ringers was established 
as the governing body for change ring-
ing. The Council meets annually and 
is composed of representatives of the 
Diocesan and other ringing societies 
and guilds. In 1990 there were 57 ter-
ritorial ringing societies affiliated to 
the Central Council. These include the 
South African Guild of Church Bell 
Ringers, which was founded at a meet-
ing held in Grahamstown in 1988. 
During the 20th century great ad-
vances have been made in bell music. 
Leading composers include R C Kip-
pin, R W Pipe, S Ivin and R Dennis. 
Compositions by late 19th and early 
20th century composers, such as 
Gabriel Lindoff and J W Washbrook, 
and particularly the important works 
of A J Pitman, remain popular. 
Since 1960 many new rings of 
bells have been installed in the United 
States of America, Australia and New 
Zealand. The University of Western 
Australia, in Perth, is building a spe-
cial tower to house the world ' s first 
ring of fourteen bells. The tower and 
its bells will be part of the Department 
of Music and change ringing will be 
taught under the auspices of that De-
partment. Within Britain and Ireland 
there are over 5 400 towers with rings 
of five or more bells. 
Although there are only six rings 
of bells in South Africa, all are in regu-
lar use. The oldest (and heaviest) bells 
are those of Grahamstown Cathedral, 
which were rehung late in 1993 after 
extensive restoration. As a result of the 
advice and work of Eayre and Smith, 
the English firm of bell engineers, and 
oflocal craftsmen, engineers and cam-
panologists, Grahamstown bells are 
now in first class condition. 
Naturally enough, the standard of 
change ringing varies from tower to 
tower. The leading band in South Af-
rica at present is undoubtedly that of St 
Georges in Parktown, Johannesburg, 
where there is a light ring of eight 
bells. 
Durban boasts a keen band with 
many young ringers, which augurs 
well for the future . This band is fortu-
nate to have two rings of bells on 
which to perform; the eight bells of St 
Paul's, beside the City Hall, and the 
ten bells of StMary's, Greyville. 
The ten bells ofSt George's Cathe-
dral in Cape Town are rung every Sun-
day by the Cathedral band, but it is no 
secret that recruits are urgently needed 
at this tower. For many years the Ca-
thedral band was undoubtedly the best 
in Africa and the bells themselves are 
extremely musical. 
The next time you hear the bells 
ringing, spare a thought for the effort, 
practice and skill of the ringers. Think 
of those who have composed the music 
that is being rung: Robert Roan, per-
haps, or Fabian Stedman, or even some 
20th century genius . But above all, 
remember the generosity of those who 
have donated the bells that beautify 
our soundscape . .n. 
Winston Robinson among the bells that he recently hung iu Grahamstown 
Cathedral. The two largest hells are out of sight in the foreground 
ll 
